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ABSTRACT: This paper proposesa controller-based technique
for minimizing switching activity in controller/data path cir-
cuits. Though the control signals in a register transfer level
(RTL) implementation are fully specified, they can be re-
specified under certain states/conditions when the data path
components that they control need not be active. Unlike tech-
niques that insert extra circuitry like transparent latches, con-
troller re-specification is a low-overhead technique that merely
reconfigures existing multiplexer networks and functional units
to minimize activity in the data path. Hence, it is well suited
to control-flow intensive designs, where power consumption in
multiplexer networks forms a major component of the total
power consumption. Our controller re-specification algorithm
consists of constructing an activity graph for each data path
component, identifying conditions under which the component
need not be active, and re-labeling the activity graph resulting
in re-specification of the corresponding control expressions.
Application of the proposed technique to several RTL circuits
demonstrated the ability to reduce the total (controller + data
path) power consumption by up to 51.8% compared to the
initial area-optimized implementations, with nominal area and
delay overheads.

I. Introduction
Power consumption in CMOS circuits is dominated by the dy-

namic component that is incurred whenever signals in the circuit
undergo logic transitions. In practice, a large portion of the signal
transitions that occur in a circuit are unnecessary, i.e., they have
no effect on the value at the circuit output. Recognizing this fact,
several techniques have been proposed to reduce power consump-
tion by eliminating unnecessary transitions at various signals in the
circuit. The idea of shutting down unused parts of a circuit has been
used by designers for a long time, and is employed in most modern
microprocessors and microcontrollers that target portable applica-
tions [1, 2]. Various automated synthesis techniques exploiting this
idea in several ways have also been investigated [3, 4, 5, 6, 7].

This paper presents a controller re-specification technique to
reduce power consumption in controller/data path circuits. This
technique re-designs the logic that generates the control signals to
the data path such that activity in various data path components in-
cluding internal signals of multiplexer trees and inputs to functional
units and comparators is reduced. Like severalother previously pro-
posed techniques that insert extra circuitry (e.g. transparent latches)
to reduce activity, our technique also exploits idle conditions for var-
ious data path components. However, the extra circuitry inserted
can itself incur significant area and power costs which is well justi-
fied only when large blocks of logic, like functional units, are shut
off. On the other hand, controller re-specification is a low-overhead
technique that reconfigures the existing multiplexer networks and
functional
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units in the data path (by re-designing their control logic) so that
unnecessary activity is minimized. Moreover, while most known
techniques seek to completely eliminate activity in the idle logic,
our method may significantly reduce but not completely eliminate
such activity. As a result, it is frequently possible to reduce activity
while avoiding the overheads associated with conventional shut-off
based techniques. We have found controller re-specification to be
well suited to control-flow-intensive designs, where the multiplexer
power consumption constitutes a major part of the total power con-
sumption [8].

II. Controller re-specification to reduce power
We illustrate the effect of re-specifying control signals on the ac-

tivity of data path signals through the following example. Consider
an RTL circuit that implements the send process of the X.25 pro-
tocol [9] that is shown in Figure 1. Figure 2(a) shows an extracted
part of the X.25 data path that consists of an ALU and the multi-
plexer trees that feed it. Figure 2(b) shows (i) the logic expressions
for the control signals that feed the ALU and its multiplexer trees (xi
represents a decoded state variable, i.e., xi = 1 when the controller
is in state Si), and (ii) an activity graph for the ALU, that indicates
the operations performed by the ALU in each controller state. The
vertices and arcs in the activity graph correspond to the controller
states and state transitions. Each vertex in the activity graph is
labeled with the computation performed by the ALU in the corre-
sponding controller state. For example, consider controller state
S2. Control signals Sel(0), Sel(1), Sel(2) and Selectfunc(0)
(function select input, 1 ) +, 0) �) assume the logic values 1,
0, 1, and 0, respectively. From these values, it can be easily seen
that the ALU performs the operation bytes � byteCount in state
S2.

In some states, like S0, the ALU may not be required to perform
any operation, i.e., its result may be unused. Using the scheduling
and assignment information from high-level synthesis, it is pos-
sible to easily identify such idle states based on the absence of
operations assigned to the ALU. In Figure 2(b), idle states are in-
dicated by shaded vertices. The computation performed by the
ALU in idle states can be changed without affecting the function-
ality of the design. The control signals Sel(0), Sel(1), Sel(2),
and Selectfunc(0) were re-specified using the techniques that we
present in the later sections. The resulting logic expressions for
the re-specified control signals and the modified activity graph for
the ALU are shown in Figure 2(c). Note that the labels of the
vertices in the activity graph have changed. Consider two consec-
utive cycles in the operation of the X.25 circuit, during which the
controller makes the state transition S6 ! S4. Under the original
control expressions, there is switching activity in the ALU since its
operands change from i (left operand), byteCount (right operand),
and 1 (function select input) in S6 to Count, One, and 0 respec-
tively in S4. Under the re-specified control expressions, however,
all input operands to the ALU remain stable. Hence, we con-
clude that re-specification of the control signals feeding the ALU,
or equivalently, re-labeling of the ALU’s activity graph, can affect
the switching activity, and hence power consumption, in the ALU.
During the actual operation of the circuit, controller state transitions
other than S6 ! S4 will also occur. In general, it is necessary to
consider all incoming and outgoing arcs while deciding on how to
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Figure 1: RTL circuit implementing the X.25 example
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Figure 2: Control re-specification example (a) ALU and its multi-
plexer tree, (b) original control expressions and activity graph, and
(c) re-specified control expressions and activity graph

(re-)label an idle vertex in the activity graph. We formalize the use
of state transition probabilities or transition counts in labeling the
activity graph later on in this section.

Re-specifying the controller can also lead to reduced activity
within multiplexer trees. Figure 3(a) shows another part of the
X.25 data path that consists of the register that stores variable i
together with the multiplexers feeding it. The original expressions
for the control signalsSel(18) andSel(19) are given in Figure 3(b).
The activity graph for signalM(18) (the output of the shaded 2-to-1
multiplexer), that indicates which operand (C28 orZero) is selected
at M(18), is also shown in Figure 3(b). The shaded vertices in the
activity graph correspond to states when the value of signalM(18)
is not used. Consider controller state transition S7 ! S1. Since
the computation performed by the ALU changes from count +
byteCount in S7 to bytes � byteCount in S1 (see Figure 2(c)),
the value of the operand (C28) itself changes. Re-specifying the
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Figure 3: (a) Multiplexer tree feeding a register, (b) original control
expressions and activity graph for signal M(18), and (c) re-specified
control expressions and activity graph

control signals as shown in Figure 3(c) eliminates this unnecessary
activity at signalM(18).

An alternative method for reducing activity in the multiplexer
tree shown in Figure 3(a) is to insert transparent latches at the shaded
multiplexer’s data input corresponding to signal C28 and its select
input, and “freeze” those transparent latches in states S0, S1, S2,
S4, S6, and S7. The overhead incurred would be 9 transparent
latches (note that C28 is an 8-bit signal), which constitutes a sig-
nificant cost in area as well as power consumption relative to the
modest power savings in the multiplexer tree. Indeed, when we
inserted transparent latches as described above, and evaluated the
circuit for power consumption after mapping it to a 1:0� standard
cell library (low power latches were used in order to minimize the
power overhead), the total circuit power consumption decreased
from 4:495mW initially to 4:461mW after inserting the shut-off
circuitry, which corresponds to a very small decrease in power
consumption. On the other hand, when the control signals were
re-specified as shown in Figure 3(c), the total power consumption
was reduced from 4:495mW to 4:291mW . Generalizing to the



case of a b-bit m-to-1 multiplexer tree, it may be necessary to use
b �m + log m transparent latches. To a first degree of approxima-
tion, we can see that the cost in terms of transparent latches as well
as the potential for savings in terms of the amount of logic that can
be shut-off scale similarly, indicating that using transparent latches
is not likely to lead to significant reductions in power for larger
multiplexers either. We verified the above hypothesis in practice
for several multiplexer trees from our example RTL circuits.

A prominent characteristic of control-flow-intensive specifica-
tions is the presence of multiple mutually exclusive sequences
(paths) of operations that may be performed in a single state. In order
to fully exploit the opportunities for control signal re-specification,
it is necessary to create a vertex in the activity graph corresponding
to each mutually exclusive path in a state (also called a sub-state).
However, in the presence of sub-states, re-specifying control sig-
nals can lead to a significant increase in the circuit delay, or may
impact the glitching activity at control signals. These problems can
be avoided by judicious re-specification of control signals [10].

Re-labeling the activity graph using state transition counts and
activity matrices. Consider a less-than (<) comparator that is part
of the data path in an RTL circuit and its partial activity graph shown
in Figure 4. Vertex S3 in the activity graph corresponds to an idle
state for the comparator. The activity graph also shows all vertices
that have incoming arcs from or outgoing arcs to vertexS3. Vertices
S1, S2, S4, and S5 have the labels L1 (a < b), L2 (c < d), L2,
and L3 (e < d), respectively. We wish to label vertex S3 with
one of the labels from the set fL1; L2; L3g such that the activity,
and hence the power consumption, in the comparator is minimized.
For our illustrations in this paper, we use the expected (or average)
bit transitions at the inputs of the comparator as a measure of its
power consumption. However, it is possible to incorporate more
sophisticated models for data path power consumption [11] to drive
our controller re-specification technique.
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Figure 4: (a) Comparator and its multiplexer tree, and (b) activity
graph used for re-labeling

For each arc Si ! Sj in the activity graph,P (Si! Sj) is the
probability of a controller state transition fromSi to Sj. An activity
matrix AMSi!Sj for arc Si ! Sj in the activity graph stores
the costs in terms of average bit transitions incurred for various
combinations of labels that can be assigned to vertices Si and Sj.
The rows (columns) ofAMSi!Sj are indexed by the set of possible
labels that can be assigned toSi (Sj). For example, consider the arc
from vertex S1 to vertex S3 in the activity graph shown in Figure 4.
Since the label of S1 is fixed to L1, the activity matrix AMS1!S3

has valid entries in only one row, that is indexed by L1. We can
(re-)label the vertices in the activity graph that correspond to idle
conditions while attempting to minimize theTotal Labeling Cost
that is given by:

Total Labeling Cost =
X

allSi!Sj

AMSi!Sj [L(Si); L(Sj)]:P (Si! Sj)

The expression L(Si) refers to the label assigned to vertex Si
in the activity graph, and P (Si ! Sj) refers to the probability
of occurence of the state transition Si ! Sj. For the example of

Procedure CONTROL RESPECIFY(RTL circuit R)
f

IDENTIFY RTL BLOCKS(R);
DDG CREATE DATA DEPENDENCE GRAPH(R);
for each RTL block B in DDG in forward topological order f

U  RTL unit in B;
STABILIZE SIGNALS(B,U );
for each MUX tree T feeding U f

STABILIZE SIGNALS(B, root of T );
g

g
g

Procedure STABILIZE SIGNALS(RTL block B, circuit node N )
f

AG CREATE ACTIVITY GRAPH(B,N );
Labellist FIND ALL LABELS(AG);
while (unlabeled vertices exist in AG) f

Select unlabeled vertex V � such that
Labeled V ertex Arcs(V �

) is maximum;
Select a label L� 2 LabelList such that

Incr Labeling Cost(V �; L�) is minimum;
Assign label L� to vertex V �;

g
if N is a MUX node f

STABILIZE SIGNALS(B, left child of N );
STABILIZE SIGNALS(B, right child of N );

g
g

Figure 5: Overview of the controller re-specification algorithm

Figure 4, the cost of labeling vertex S3 with a label L� is given by:

AMS1!S3[L1; L�]:P (S1! S3) +

AMS2!S3[L2; L�]:P (S2! S3) +

AMS3!S4[L
�
; L2]:P (S3! S4) +

AMS3!S5[L
�
; L3]:P (S3! S5)

The objective, therefore, is to choose L� 2 fL1; L2; L3g such the
labeling cost as given by the above equation is minimized.

III. Controller re-specification algorithm
We have formulated controller re-specification as a Minimum

Cost Vertex Labeling Problem (MCVLP) on the activity graph. We
have shown that MCVLP is NP-Hard [10]. We use an efficient
heuristic to solve the MCVLP problem.

Our controller re-specification algorithm is described by the
pseudo-code shown in Figure 5. We start with an RTL specifi-
cation that consists of a controller and data path. The data path is
first broken up into its constituent RTL blocks by grouping RTL units
(functional units, registers, and comparators) with the multiplexer
networks that feed them. Then, we create the data dependence
graph, where vertices represent RTL blocks, and arcs represent data
dependencies. We visit RTL blocks by performing a topological or-
dering of the data dependence graph. If there is a data dependency
from RTL blockBi toBj , it is desirable to re-specify control signals
for block Bi before block Bj . This is because a re-specification of
the control signals feeding blockBi will affect the values appearing
at its outputs, and hence the entries in the activity matrices of the
activity graphs for block Bj . At each RTL block, we first attempt
to re-specify control signals to minimize activity in its RTL unit.
This is done by calling procedure STABILIZE SIGNALS, passing to it



as a parameter the RTL unit in the current RTL block. Then, we
call STABILIZE SIGNALS once for each multiplexer network in the
RTL block, passing to it as a parameter the root of the appropriate
multiplexer network. STABILIZE SIGNALS recursively traverses the
multiplexer network, attempting to minimize activity at the output
of the current multiplexer at each step.

We next describe procedure STABILIZE SIGNALS, that performs
the actual control signal re-specification to minimize the activity
in a given functional unit or at an internal signal in a multiplexer
network. First, we create an activity graph for the RTL unit or
output of the multiplexer under consideration. We then use a simple
heuristic procedure to solve MCVLP on the activity graph. The
procedure iterates over the unlabeled vertices of the activity graph,
labeling the vertex picked at each step so that the incremental cost
of the labeling is minimized. The order in which unlabeled vertices
are visited during the procedure has a significant impact on the final
labeling. We choose an unlabeled vertex V � in the activity graph
to visit next, such that the quantity Labeled V ertex Arcs(V �)

given by the following equation is maximized.

Labeled V ertex Arcs(V
�
) =

X

fVi!V � j Vi is labeledg

P (Vi ! V
�
) +

X

fV �!Vj j Vj is labeledg

P (V
� ! Vj)

The rationale behind the criterion is that knowledge of the labels as-
signed to neighboring vertices is essential to accurately computing
the cost of assigning a label to the picked vertex. Having picked
vertex V � to label next, we follow a greedy approach in assign-
ing a label to it. We pick label L� 2 L such that the quantity
Incr Labeling Cost(V �; L�) that is given by the equation below
is minimized.

Incr Labeling Cost(V
�
; L

�
) =

X

f Vi!V � j Vi is labeledg

AMVi!V � [L(Vi); L
�
]:P (Vi ! V

�
) +

X

fV �!Vj j Vj is labeledg

AMV �!Vj [L
�
; L(Vj)]:P (V

� ! Vj)

IV. Experimental Results
In this section, we present results of the application of the pro-

posed controller re-specification technique to RTL circuits imple-
menting typical control-flow-intensive specifications. Barcode is
a barcode reader preprocessor [12], Change maker is one of the
processes of a vending machine controller from [13], Graphics is
a line-drawing process that is part of a graphics controller [10], and
X.25 is a simplified version of the send process of the X.25 pro-
tocol [9]. The example designs are characterized by the presence of
nested loops and conditionals, and array accesses in the behavioral
descriptions, apart from arithmetic and comparison operations. The
initial RTL circuits were obtained by synthesizing VHDL behav-
ioral descriptions using the SECONDS [9, 14] behavioral synthesis
system. The RTL circuits were optimized using NEC’s VARCH-
SYN [15] logic synthesis system, and mapped to their commercial
1:0� standard cell library. These mapped netlists were used to mea-
sure area, delay, and power consumption for the original designs.
The RTL circuits were then passed to our controller re-specification
procedure that re-specified the control expressions with an aim of
reducing activity in the data path. The optimized RTL circuits were
subject to the same logic synthesis and technology mapping opti-
mizations as the original RTL circuit, and then evaluated for area,
delay, and power consumption.

The results of our experiments are reported in Table 1. The
columns Original and Optimized refer to the circuits before and

Table 1: Experimental results
Ckt. Original Optimized Pow.

Pow. Area Del. Pow. Area Del. Red.
(mW) (ns) (mW) (ns) (%)

Bar- 3.1 2004 49.4 2.7 1998 46.7 13.3
code

Change 7.9 3700 70.6 4.8 3712 73.2 39.5
maker

Graph- 4.7 3331 67.9 2.6 3341 65.3 45.2
ics

X.25 4.5 2099 44.4 2.2 2102 49.6 51.8

after controller re-specification. The sub-columns Pow., Area, and
Del. provide the power consumption (in milliwatts), area (cell grid
count + wiring area estimate), and delay (in nanoseconds) of the
circuits after mapping to the technology library used. An in-house
simulation-based power estimation tool [16] was used to measure
power consumption. The vectors used for simulation were obtained
from the behavioral test bench containing typical stimuli that were
derived based on a knowledge of the design’s functionality and
intended use. The column Pow. Red. in Table 1 reports the
percentage reduction in power consumption. The results indicate
that significant savings in power consumption (upto 51:8%) are
obtained with nominal overheads in area and delay.
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